these perceptions, attitudes, and mores is a hefty premise to validate. It could be the valuable content of another entire book.
One of the major contributions of Fade to Gray is the sheer number of films covered. In addition to the main text, the book presents two indexes of more than 1,000 films, produced from 1900 to 2015, that reflect the experiences and characterizations of older adults. The first index lists the films by date; the second lists them by subject. Moreover, at least 350 of these indexed films are referenced to a greater or lesser degree in the body of the book. This is an amazing achievement and an important contribution to the limited body of work examining American societal attitudes about aging and elderhood as reflected in popular cinema.
Reflecting on such a large collection of films over such a long time span is a challenge for a single volume. Fade to Gray attempts to manage this by organizing the films both historically and thematically within six chapters. Each chapter covers a specific time frame, examines the sociohistorical context of that era, and then comments on several of the films from that era as organized around one or two dominant aging-related themes. (In certain chapters, the authors also reflect on the overall direction and state of the film industry during the era that is being covered.) The result of this organizational approach is that when the discussion of one or two dominant aging-related themes is focused through the lens of a particular era, one forgoes the equally valid discussion of such themes being present through multiple and often continuous eras. For example, the first chapter focuses on interactions between young and old as presented in several films from 1900-1930, noting that often older adults were seen as a "problem" in those interactions. But such a theme could just as well be traced through other eras as well. A different organizational approach to examining the relationship of filmic stories to era-defined perceptions of aging would have been to organize the content around specific aging-related themes and then explore how films from cumulative historical eras reflected those themes. To their credit, the authors often partially do this by extending the discussion of the main theme(s) of a chapter with examples of and comments on several films from both previous and succeeding eras. Understandably, to do more than this would have meant a much longer, and possibly multivolume, work.
The book varies in the clarity of its assertions regarding the correlations between era-specific societal attitudes about older adults and the filmic stories about those older adults. Sometimes the connections are clearly defined. But just as often they consist of broad generalizations about the linkages between the societal context and the thematic content of the films. Chapter 1 looks at films from the beginning of the 20th century (the earliest beginnings of cinema) through the 1940s and focuses on themes of generational perceptions and interactions that, in the authors' opinion, were unique to that societal period. Chapter 2 focuses on films from the 1950s and the persistent theme of perceived social irrelevance for older adults, older women in particular. This theme is carried over into the next chapter as well as it examines films from the 1960s, an era when film studios bowed to the burgeoning presence of baby boomer teens and often used older film stars from an earlier era to play a comedic foil to the predominant glow of youth. To quote the authors: "The aged were repurposed for the amusement of the young" (p. 91). And, "The use of older stars in the camp comedic context of the 1960s demonstrated one final way of deflecting anxieties about aging: dehumanizing the aged on screen by transforming them into two-dimensional objects of kitsch to be laughed at" (p. 91).
(The authors also insightfully point out how this pervasive trope morphed slightly but continued well into the 1980s and 1990s with films like the Oh God! series with George Burns and Grumpy Old Men with Walther Matthau and Jack Lemmon.) Chapters 4-6 take up the themes of "elder odysseys," elder romance, and finally, death and dying, as each of these themes come to expression in films from the 1970s through the present. I found these chapters to have more resonance and appeal for me, perhaps because the films from this period are ones that have been part of my movie-going experience.
There is plenty of room for more to be written about how mainstream feature films correlate with prevailing cultural perceptions of aging and elderhood. A new study by the University of Southern California Annenberg's Media, Diversity, & Social Change Initiative reveals several continuing stereotypes about aging as seen in recent films (http:// news.usc.edu/107371/usc-annenberg-film-study-examinesstereotypes-of-aging-americans/). The study analyzed the 100 top-grossing films from 2015 to assess the portrayal of older characters and found that few characters aged 60 and older are represented in film and that, when they do have a role, they often face demeaning or ageist references. In the face of this, a valuable discourse would be to examine how the reluctance of a society to accept the natural cycles of living/aging and dying is reflected in the mirroring screens of popular cinema and, as such, become part of the reflexive cultural coping strategy of ageism and denial.
